Decreased Mortality Rates of Inmates With Mental Illness After a Tobacco-Free Prison Policy.
Negative health consequences of smoking have prompted many correctional facilities to become tobacco free, including the New Jersey Department of Corrections, and this study examined the results of implementing tobacco-free policies. Mortality rates in the total population of inmates and in a subgroup with identified special mental health needs or mental illnesses (referred to in this article as persons with special needs) were measured from January 2005 through June 2014, a period during which tobacco use was significantly reduced and then eliminated. The total mortality rate of all causes of death combined was three times higher for persons with special needs in 2005 compared with those without special needs. The total annual mortality rate decreased by 13%, from 232 to 203 per 100,000 population between 2005 and 2013. The mortality rate for persons identified as having special needs decreased by 48%, from an average of 676 per 100,000 population over the eight-year period before the ban to 353 per 100,000 in the 18 months after the ban. Reduced mortality among persons with special needs between 2005 and 2014 in half-year increments was correlated with the reduction and elimination of tobacco products (median bootstrapped Pearson r=.60, 95% confidence interval [CI] =.21 to .86). In strong contrast, however, the bootstrapped correlation between the mortality rate of persons not identified as having special needs and tobacco sales over the same period was not significant (median Pearson r=-.13, CI=-.50 to .28). No other major medical intervention occurred during these years. This striking correlation of quick and substantial reduction of mortality among individuals with a mental illness in association with the reduction and subsequent ban of smoking suggests that smoking may play a major role in the reduced life span of persons with mental illness.